In this chapter a global overview of drylands is presented. The study region and case study areas are selected using a few simple criteria. Starting with the aridity class and degree of degradation areas were classified based on the population density and on the presence of at least one large city in the area.
THE WORLD'S TROPICAL AND SUBTROPICAL DRYLANDS
The world's drylands can be characterised as semi-arid and subhumid areas, with average annual P/ETP between 0.20 and 0.75 (UNESCO, 1977) . Average rainfall conditions restrict rain-dependent agriculture to mainly sorghum, millet and marginal maize cultivation as food crops and groundnuts and cotton as crops for agro-industry and for export. Animal husbandry based on mainly cattle, goats and sheep can also add to the food supply and cash income. In general, rain-fed agriculture generates relatively low crop yields per hectare. Yearly rainfall variation can be considerable. Rainfall unreliability results in relatively high risks of crop failure due to drought (and occasionally excessive rainfall). Yet, the world's drylands support a considerable part of the world's population. According to the World Atlas of Desertification (UNEP, 1997, p. 106) , in Africa 40% of the population lives in areas prone to drought and susceptible to desertification. In Asia the figure is almost as high (39%), while in South America it is 30%.
In West Africa, UNESCO's map of the world distribution of arid regions (UNESCO, 1977) shows a band of semi-arid conditions from Dakar in Senegal, via Ouagadougou in Burkina Faso to Niamey in Niger and further to Kano in Nigeria, the Sahel proper. South of this zone there is a band of sub-humid conditions.
Other tropical and subtropical drylands in the world can be found in the Americas (Mexico and the southern United States, northern Venezuela, north-eastern Brazil, western Ecuador, Peru, parts of Chile, southern Bolivia, western Paraguay and northern Argentina), in northern Africa, and in major parts of eastern and southern Africa, in West Asia (Israel, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, south-western Arabia and Yemen, major areas of Iran and Afghanistan) and in the Indian subcontinent (major parts of Pakistan, western and southern India), in small areas of China and in large areas of Australia. UNESCO, 1977 , for area: World Bank, 1998 ; the assessments and interpretations were made by a leeronderzoek (student research) group of the Dept. of Geography and Planning at the University of Amsterdam, supervised by Ton Dietz and Els Veldhuizen, and consisting of Marcel Gerrits, Minette Kits Nieuwenkamp, Karin Nijenhuis, Annemarie Poldermans and Laura de Pundert (see Dietz & Veldhuizen, 1998) . Later, a population update was produced, to which also Janneke Vader contributed (see Veldhuizen & Dietz, 1999) . Together they form the basis of Map 2.1 to 2.3.
UNESCO's aridity assessment was based on rainfall (P) and evapotranspiration (ETP) conditions mostly for 1930 -1960 conditions are defined as between P/ETP of 0.20 and 0.50, as for subhumid conditions the boundaries are set at a P/ETP between 0.50 and 0.75. Combined with assessments of land degradation and population density it formed the basis for the ICCD typology of all drylands in the tropics and subtropics (Dietz & Veldhuizen, 1998) . Land degradation assessments were based on the so-called GLASOD map (Oldeman et al., 1991) . Population density was first assessed by using data for the situation in the 1960s, mainly based on the World Atlas of Agriculture (IGDA, 1971) and differentiating between 'high density areas' (with more than 50 inhabitants per square kilometre) and 'low density areas' (<50 inh. km -²). Later, it was possible to update this population density data for the situation of the mid-1990s (Global Demography Project, CIESIN, ESRA, NCGIA, see UNEP/GRID, 1998). Urbanisation
